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MEDIA PORTRAYALS OF AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDER: A content analysis of Julia from Sesame 
Street using the Childhood Autism Rating Scale (CARS2) and stigmatizing frames
By Sallyann Ficarrotta 
CATEGORY
PAST
CHARACTERS
JULIA’S
SCORES
POPULATION
MEDIANS
RELATING 3.5 2.5 3
IMITATION 2.42 1 2.5
EMOTION 3.35 2.5 3
BODY 2.64 3 2.5
OBJECT 3.14 2.5 2.5
ADAPT 2.78 1 2.5
VISUAL 2.5 3 2.5
LISTEN 2.9 3 2.5
TASTE/TOUCH/SMELL 2.5 1 2
FEAR 3 2 2.5
VERBAL 3.57 2.5 3
NONVERBAL 3.5 1.5 2.5
ACTIVITY 2.21 2.5 2.5
INTELLECT 3.64 3.5 2.5
GENERAL IMPRESSION 3.4 3 3
RAW SCORE 45 34.5 39
T-SCORE 66 45 51
>70 Extreme level of autism-related symptoms
60–70 Very high level of autism-related symptoms
55–59 High level of autism-related symptoms
45–54 Average level of autism-related symptoms
40–44 Low level of autism-related symptoms
25–39 Very low level of autism-related symptoms
<25 Minimal-to-no autism-related symptoms
copyright 2017 Sesame Workshop. All rights reserved.
ABSTRACT
Previous research has shown that media portrayals of Autism
Spectrum Disorder (ASD) are grossly exaggerated and inaccurate.
Julia is not depicted as having high-functioning autism, but most of
the exaggerated portrayals depicted in movies and television are of a
person on that end of the spectrum. The current study, a
quantitative content analysis of Julia from Sesame Street, draws
from framing theory (specifically stigmatizing cues) and utilizes the
professional assessment tool, the Childhood Autism Rating Scale
(CARS2). The tool was used to rate the severity of Julia’s autism
symptomology. Less socially stigmatizing cues were found in this
media content than were found in previous research, implying that
Julia was stigmatized less than others. Julia’s CARS2 scores placed
her in the average autism symptomology group, implying that Julia’s
ASD symptoms are not exaggerated like other television shows and
movies have portrayed their characters with autism.
CARS2 Characters and Population Scores
SOCIALLY STIGMATIZING CUES
HOLTON, FARRELL, 
AND FUDGE (2014)
JULIA
OVERALL 67.3% 26.1%
PSYCHIATRIC SYMPTOMS 52.6% 14.9%
SOCIAL DEFICITS 50.7% 8.2%
LABELLING 44% 3%
PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 15.9% 0%
Socially Stigmatizing Cues in Media Content
Julia’s scores show that her portrayal of ASD symptoms match the population of actual
children 2-12 years old with ASD. However, her Intellect score (measured by “peak
skills”) shows that she does resemble the exaggerated characters from Garner, Jones,
and Harwood’s (2015) study for having an above-average ability.
T-SCORE INTERPRETATIONS
